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Abstract: Maturity models are structures that help assess key performance metrics
and provide guidelines for assessment and growth in various areas of an organization.
In this paper we review some of the significant design maturity frameworks that are
used by practitioners in design organizations. The field of design is ramifying with
emerging forms of design practice and requires a need to study maturity models from
the perspective of practitioners in design organizations. The pandemic has disrupted
normal organizational operations forcing practitioners to discuss the need for maturity
models in workplaces that follow the new normal. This necessitates a review of
significant maturity models recommended by practitioners as effective models for
design practices during the pandemic era for organizational operations. We catalogue
the study insights into three categories of maturity models which are (1) designoriented industry models (2) organizational design models and (3) user experience
models.
Keywords: design maturity; design organizations; design practices

1. Introduction
In the recent years, an increasing number of organizations are pivoting towards a design
focused mindset to be more adaptive to technological, economical, and market shifts.
Organizations are investing in design-oriented approaches within their enterprises to be
more resilient to change in order to innovate and lead the change. Among the various design
initiatives in this transformation, adoption of design maturity frameworks in organizational
practices have become more common in the industry, for organizations to be more usercentred and design focused. Design maturity frameworks are intended to provide key
performance metrics and milestones for organizations to assess the effectiveness of design
practices and user research in their processes and products. The purpose of the frameworks
is to define an organization’s level of maturity in adopting design in their operations and to
provide guidelines for organizations to be more design-oriented and user-centred in their
approach.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International Licence.
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In this paper we review some of the significant design maturity frameworks that are used in
design organizations. The purpose of this review is to get a preliminary understanding of
existing maturity models and review the key assessment measures used by each maturity
model to analyse the application of design practices in various aspects of the organization.
This study is part of one of the author’s dissertation work (Giri, 2021). For the study, we
reviewed generic design models used by ‘design-driven’ organizations and noted down the
measures or criteria used for assessing success in different areas of the organizational
structure. We reviewed the process of how these frameworks define the role of design in
organizations and measure its success in alignment with business growth. The outcome of
the study resulted in a catalogue of working design maturity models. We present our study
insights under three categories as (1) design-oriented industry models that help
organizations introduce design at various levels of their operations (2) organizational design
models that focus on the organizational structure, motivations and designerly skillsets and
(3) user experience models that assess the level of user research applied in product design.
We conclude by analysing the implications of adopting these models to human-centredness
and design competency building within organizations of various design domains.

2. Background
Maturity models are important instruments as they provide better positioning for
organizations and help find better solutions for change (Becker, Knackstedt, and Pöppelbuß,
2009). Over the decades, hundreds of maturity models have been developed in the field of
software and information technology management. Maturity models can have multiple
meanings that range from higher levels of effectiveness to achieving important shifts in
organizational governing variables (Vallerand, Lapalme, Moïse, 2017). With an increased
application of maturity models in quantity and breadth, the underlying shortcomings of
maturity models are also frequently criticised. Pöppelbuß and Röglinger (2011) propose a
framework of general design principles related to business process management, for holistic
and pragmatic maturity models based on design principles of form and function.
Organizational excellence and innovation can be achieved through innovation frameworks
(Enkel, Bell, Hogenkamp,2011). Design maturity models focus more on the adoption of
design as a key factor in the organizational structure. The field of design is ramifying with
emerging forms of design practice and requires a need to study maturity models from the
perspective of practitioners in design organizations. The pandemic has disrupted normal
organizational operations forcing practitioners to discuss the need for maturity models in
workplaces that follow the new normal. This necessitates a review of significant maturity
models recommended by practitioners as effective models for design practices during the
pandemic era for organizational operations.
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3. Methodology
The literature referenced in the background section provide insights on ways to define
maturity models and analysed them from different perspectives based on their purposes.
Our main objective of writing this paper is to catalogue a list of contemporary maturity
models that are currently in use within the industry during the pandemic era. Instead of a
systematic literature review, we decided to collect material for this review through
participation in online workshops with industry professionals, review UX blog posts by
designers working in the industry and applying these models in their design practice, books
written by practitioners on design organizations, and industry conferences that include
Game Developers Conference Summer 2020, Design Thinking Virtual Experience 2020, and
Service Design 2020. These industry conferences focused on the theme of workplace
practices during the pandemic era with keynote speakers highlighting their organizational
needs and reviewed maturity models that work best for their present situation.
The data collected from the industry conferences and literature review provided a good
collection of maturity frameworks that were presented by industry veterans and practicing
designers. The generic models catalogued from our search in the design industry space
provided different models and assessment frameworks in a variety of design domains and
organizational operations. One initial inference from this search is that there are not many
models that we could compare their credibility for within the same design domain. Design
industries were mostly unaware of these maturity models and/or nascent design industries
with unique design challenges were applying models from other design domains that were
tailored well for their own organizations. We expanded our search to be as generic as
possible to obtain all the maturity models in the design spectrum as a first step. This search
was then categorized into the following three sub-areas.
We catalogued the maturity frameworks under the categories of
1. Design oriented industry models
2. Organization design models
3. User eXperience (UX) models
The reason for this categorization was solely to help us see some commonalities in their
applicability within different design domains. Design oriented industry models study the
incorporation of design practices in user-centred product development and the company’s
focus on the design process in supporting business goals and stakeholder relationships.
Organization design models draw insights from management and human-centric theories to
evaluate maturity levels of organizations for resilience, sustainability, and a stable
positioning in their respective markets. UX models focus on the maturity level of studios
incorporating UX research and practices in their product development process. In the next
section of the paper, we present a total of eight different design maturity models that were
studied under each sub-category. We provide a description of each model or framework,
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their key attributes in assessing various design metrics and their applicability within the
design domain.

4. Description of Models
The content under this section is mostly based on one of the author’s previous research
work (Giri, 2021).

4.1. Design Oriented Industry Models
Invision (2018), a company that provides an online digital platform for product design and
development surveyed thousands of companies and interviewed 2200 designers around the
globe to understand the relationship between design practices and business performance.
The company generated a report in Fall 2018 that includes a design maturity model. The
report shows that companies with a high design maturity see cost savings, revenue gains and
market position improvements due to their design efforts. The term ‘design maturity’ in this
report is defined by the organization’s relationship with design and the extent to which the
organization utilizes design to drive their business model and seamlessly integrate with the
product development process and relationship with key stakeholders. The company
identified five maturity levels that is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Design Maturity Model by Invision

The report found that 41% of the companies surveyed were at Level 1: Producers companies
that focused only on the visual design by following visual identity guidelines but ignoring
design processes, collaborations, and advanced tools. Level 2: Connectors companies have
more collaborative processes and integrated tools with non-design peers. A Level 3:
Architect company formalizes design as a scalable operation in business functionalities.
There is shared ownership, accountability and role clarity enabling design to support a
product ecosystem. Level4: Scientists companies have mastered data-driven design
supported by analytics and experimentation. Finally, Level 5: Visionaries are robust in all
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levels of maturity and have a unique lens to strategy through exploratory user-research
techniques, trends, and foresight research.
The next model under discussion is the ‘Design Ladder’ envisioned by the Danish Design
Center (2015) for illustrating and rating a company’s use of design. The Design Ladder is
based on the hypothesis that there is a positive link between higher earnings, greater
emphasis on design methods in early stages of product development and giving design a
strategic position in the company’s overall business strategy. In Step 1: Non-design, design is
not applied systematically in product development and lacks user perspective. Step 2:
Design as form giving or styling includes companies that view design exclusively in the final
form giving stages. In Step 3: Design as process, companies adopt an integrated design
approach for product development. The solution is driven by the problem and users,
requiring a wide variety of skillsets and capacities. Step 4: Design as strategy is at the top of
the design ladder. Companies at this level focus on the design process in relation to the
company’s business vision and future role in the value chain. These steps in the design
ladder are illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. The Design Ladder by Danish Design Center

Stanford Design school (Stanford D.school) proposes a model for organization design
maturity that is similar to the Design ladder. The organizational design maturity consists of
the following stages:
Stage 1: No design - organization does not value design or relies on an external agency.
Stage 2: Design as styling – design comes at the end of the product development phase.
Stage 3: Design as process – design is part of the process but siloed, undervalued and/or
buried.
Stage 4: Design is integrated – design is valued as a differentiator and integrated throughout
the cross functional teams in organization. Design research is used to discover unmet needs.
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Stage 5: Design is strategic – design impacts strategy exploration, formation, and execution.
Figure 3 shows a design maturity continuum (bplusd, 2015) proposed by bplusd.org based
on problem-solving approaches.

Figure 3. A Design Continuum by the company bplusd.org

4.2. Organization Design Models
The Barrett model (Barrett, 2010) is a framework for realizing human potential for leaders
and organizations across the globe. The model encapsulates an understanding of basic
human needs and the cultural environment people need to thrive. Richard Barrett
developed this model in 1997 by extending Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs (Maslow,
1943) beyond animal instincts to include models of higher consciousness to depict the full
spectrum of needs underlying human motivation and behavior as shown in Figure 4. The
Barrett Value Center mentions that this model uses theoretical work from Deci and Ryan
(2012) in self-determination theory, Ryff’s model (Ryff, 1955) of psychological well-being,
Seligman’s work on flourishing (Seligman, 2011), Aristotle’s concept of ‘eudaimonia’ and the
deep human yearning to lead a meaningful life (Fowers, 2016).

Figure 4. Barrett’s Model of Organizational Consciousness
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Peter Merholtz and Kristin Skinner (2016) in their book ‘Organization Design for Design Orgs’
suggest investing time in thoughtful management and professional growth of employees for
the benefit of (1) reputation – quality improves as team members are more deeply engaged
and company gains reputation as a good place to do quality design work (2) retention –
leading to lower recruiting costs and onboarding overheads (3) recruiting – employees
become advocates for organization reducing recruitment expenses. Five basic levels of
growth are proposed by the authors for the professional growth of team members in a
design organization:
Level 1: Becoming a design professional.
Level 2: The Solid Contributor.
Level 3: Stepping up from doer to leader.
Level 4: Taking charge.
Level 5: The complete design leader.
The assessment criteria that evaluate designers at each level are provided below:
• Theme: The professional theme that becomes the orientation and focus for
self-development.
• Title: Suggested titles for people working at the ‘x’ level.
• Achievement: Concrete achievements in designer’s career that led them to the
‘x’ level.
• Scope: Expected scope and scale of work expected of the designer at the ‘x’
level.
• Process: Designer’s relationship to broader design and development process.
• People: Designer’s relationship with people in and outside team.
• Cross-functional meetings: Role played by designer in cross-functional
meetings which is a strong indicator of their influence and visibility.
• Core skills: How designer deepens and adds core skills that include various
research, information architecture, development, prototyping and
visual/interaction/service design skills.
• Soft skills: Interpersonal skills that make the designer a reliable and productive
member of team.
• Leadership skills: As designers advance their design craft, it is important to
embrace leadership skills to help their ideas and position realized.
The authors warn that adopting the levels framework can lead to a bureaucratic stance in
the design organization. However, this kind of a scaffolding can help designers understand
how they can grow and evolve in their design careers.
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4.3. UX and Game Industry Related Models
In this section of reviewing maturity models, we highlight the UX maturity models that are
specifically adopted in the game industry. The Keikendo model (Carraro, 2014) provides a
framework for evaluating an organization’s maturity level in incorporating user experience
research (UX) to improve business results (Angela, 2016). The model shares some similarities
with Nielsen’s UX maturity model (Nielsen Norman Group, 2006). Figure 5 depicts the five
levels of UX maturity in organizations – unintentional, referential, expert, centralized and
distributed levels. The notable feature of this UX maturity model is that it also provides the
necessary tips to navigate from one level to the next higher level. At the unintentional stage,
UX is not treated proactively and emerges because of business goals. This attitude is mostly
due to ignorance and a lack of experience in UX. In the referential stage, products are
designed as if the users think and act like the designers in the organization and lacks user
involvement in the product development process. This is mostly due to lack of time, cost,
and related resources.

Figure 5. Keikendo Model

An organization at the expert level of UX maturity has a small team within the organization
that focuses on user experience. The issues faced at this level are about formalizing the UX
research practice, replicating UX techniques and insights in other projects, consistency,
expansion and deepening of UX techniques in the process. Organizations at the centralized
level of UX maturity have teams with roles working on interaction design, information
architecture and usability. Though the value of UX has increased within the organization,
scalability is a problem as the team is not able to meet all the internal demands. This is due
to the reason that UX is not a strategic area of the business model with its own budget. The
organization can evolve further by incorporating key performance indicators to UX metrics
to reveal UX impact. In distributed maturity level organizations, UX is at the level of
marketing and finance. UX is part of the organizational culture and is part of the discovery,
design, and product development phases.
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A final UX maturity model in this section is Graham McAllister’s (McAllister, 2018) eight
discrete levels of UX maturity in game studios. This model was developed by the author after
discussions with hundreds of game studios over a period of five years. McAllister provides
five reasons for organizations to embrace UX techniques in game development:
•
•
•
•

You want to improve the quality of games coming from the studio.
You want to produce more successful games repeatedly (not just a one-off).
You want to become a better designer (by understanding players better).
The most successful studios tend to have more mature UX; what are they
doing?
• You want to understand what to do next to become more player focused.
Five variables are described by the author to assess UX maturity levels and the studio’s
commitment to getting player experience right. These variables are:
• Staff/resources: Staff are suitably qualified, real participants are recruited,
dedicated space.
• Dedicated budget: Each project gets dedicated user research budget.
• Breadth of UX: UX research is across the entire game development life cycle.
• Depth of UX: There is UX buy-in from the top of the studio downwards.
Games exhibit evidence of UX: Games that emerge are very well reviewed; no/little mention
of UX problems.
Figure 6 shows an overview of the UX maturity levels developed by McAllister and Figure 7
indicates the variable levels in each of the maturity levels. A blank column refers to no effort
invested by the studio. A shaded first column refers to a low amount of effort invested. A
shaded second column indicates moderate amount of effort, but more is possible. Third
column shaded indicates that the studio is investing as much as necessary in this area to
achieve the desired results.

Figure 6. McAllister’s UX Maturity Levels
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Figure 7. McAllister’s UX Maturity Levels with Assessment Variables

5. Analysis of models
In the previous section we presented eight maturity models that provide insights about
different aspects of design practices within organizations and their relations with usercenteredness and business metrics. Models like the Invision design maturity model (2018)
and the design ladder by Danish design centre (2015) provide a framework for organizations
to incrementally invest in design transformations across different organizational units. The
models also provide the necessary vocabulary to introduce design interventions in teams,
processes, and collaborative frameworks for organizations to measure the success of
designifying their organizations from a business perspective. The design continuum model is
yet another mindset rubric that guides designers and organizations to take a design centric
approach in framing and solving problems.
After a discussion of the design-oriented models, we moved on to organization design
models that quantify human-centric needs, motivations, and design competencies for
growth assessment. Barrett’s model (2010) investigates the human-centeredness aspects
that drive the need for organizations and hence their products to be more human-centred
and value-driven for meaningful and impactful experiences. The Barrett’s levels of
consciousness explain the progression of human needs and provides guidelines for
organizations to thrive and mature. Peter Merholtz and Kristin Skinner’s work (2016) focuses
on organization design, the role of designers and a path for designer growth within
organizations. They provide levels for design and organizational leadership skills assessment
and a list of related competencies to master for professional’s career progression. The last
section presents models that explain how organizations can be more user-centred by
progressively adopting different user-centred design practices into their product
development phases. The Keikendo model (2014) and McAllister’s UX models (2018) are
well-tested frameworks that help organizations incorporate user-centric approaches to
different phases of their product development process. The models are also advocating the
introduction of UX frameworks into organizational design practices that ties their evidence
to business goals and organizational resources.
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While most of the frameworks talk about introducing user-centred approaches to design
within the organization in terms of product and process, the models do not talk about
designing a user-centred experience for professionals in their organization, other than
competency development. Barrett’s model (2010) is a good example of motivating
professionals and organizations to grow beyond the survival mode to a transformative level
of integrating and serving the community. However, this broad framework does not get into
the granularity level of the design maturity model by Invision. Invision introduces ways that
design can benefit within team operations, use data for architecture and scalability, and
much more. Each model comes with its own strength and for an organization to be resilient
and design-oriented it is important to study these different models and build one that is
customized to their own needs.
One common thread for analysing these models is to ask the question of how humancentred are these organizations? Does introducing more design practices make the
organization human-centred? In that case what are design practices – (1) Is it about
conducting more user research and introducing user-centric frameworks into the process (2)
Or do user-centric approaches transform into value-centric approaches where the
organization stands for certain values that is reflected in their products? (3) Is it a mindset
that the organization uses for framing and solving problems? (4) Or does it have to do with
building a human-centric studio culture that values its employees in all aspects of its
operations? (5) Is the organization all about design and designers or does it integrate with
skilled employees from other disciplines as well?
The answer to the question of what is human-centric should come from the organization
level and could be choosing either one or a few or all of the above criteria for building a
human-centric design organization. What is most important for organizations in the current
pandemic-post-pandemic era is to adopt maturity models in their operations that build
resilience, a healthy work culture that values employee’s overall wellbeing, flexibility of
workstyles, adoption of new technologies that meet the needs of the shifting markets and
develop products that can re-invigorate users to get back to their healthy lifestyles. A good
place to start with an organization specific maturity model is to define the human-centred
nature of the organization and tie it to the business metrics. For e.g. greater workplace
satisfaction leads to employee retention that leads to cost cuts in new hires and training.
Existing maturity models presented in this paper can be leveraged to make organizations
more robust in changing markets, future pandemic situations, crisis management,
sustainable operations, happiness and well-being of employees and value-driven customer
base.
This also drives the need for more design domain-specific maturity models. Models that are
generic enough to address all aspects of the organization in this changing landscape and at
the same time specific enough to be tailored to the uniqueness of the design practice. There
are numerous design industries that are still siloed from the general organizational practices.
A part of this insulated attitude comes from their resistance to external changes, unique
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attributes of the design craft, lack of formal education and many more. The gaming industry
is one domain that can hugely benefit from such a model. Video game industry is one of the
most thriving economies in the market that is also notoriously known for the toxic culture,
unhealthy game design practices, ad-hoc development work, shifting business models and
game markets, lack of design competency due to rapid technological advancements, and so
on. Adopting human-centric models in this design domain can hugely benefit game studios,
game design practices and gamers.
The models presented in this paper focus on different areas of assessment and as such do
not lack any specific detail. However, it is more about the applicability of these models in
different design domains, that will bring out the human-centric implications in practice. One
way to integrate these models and leverage their attributes to build a more human-centric
design organization is to plan for short-term and long-term goals. Localized teams and
processes that use these maturity frameworks can provide empirical evidence for
organization level rollout. Choice of the model and the granularity of its application are the
next approach to adopting these models in an organization. A new department may benefit
from an entire framework like the design ladder for linear design competency advancement,
whereas an existing legacy product can improve from a Keikendo model (2014) that
advocates UX training, quantifying usability data and formalization.
Use of these maturity models in organizations will also have an impact on design education.
Successful implementation of a maturity framework can also inform competency
development in professional design education and curriculum, creating a better alignment
between academic training and job roles in the design industry. A discussion on the
empirical evidence of the working of these models can create an interest in the design
research field to investigate and unravel other areas of design maturity that have an impact
on human-centricity e.g. designing organizational systems around people-centric needs and
design collaborations that promotes emotional maturity.

6. Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper catalogued some of the significant design maturity models that are
in use in the design industry. The main contribution of the paper is the analysis of
contemporary maturity models prescribed by practitioners from various design disciplines,
for a post-pandemic era of design organizational operations. We reviewed the features of
different maturity models that are helpful in thinking about maturity as effective practice,
and their application in various design domains for user-centred and design-focused
organizational transformations. These generic models have numerous potentials in their
applicability, especially in the post-pandemic era that is seeing a huge shift in organizational
structures, workplace practices and user research in product design.
The eight maturity models explore different dimensions of design maturity in organizations,
providing varied perspectives and approaches to organizational changes. The analysis of the
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models in the previous section, and the categorization of the maturity models provide good
guidelines for organizations.
1. Design adoption in organizational operations – The design maturity models,
especially the Invision (2018) model and Danish design centre model (2015)
provide organization executives a structured approach to improving the use of
design thinking in their organization level practices.
2. Human-cantered organizational growth – The Barrett’s model (2018) is a
roadmap for individual and organizational level maturity growth based on
human motivations and innate human needs. This layer of maturity is most
important for sustainable workplace experiences in any design organization.
3. UX practices – The contemporary UX maturity models discussed in this paper
provide guidelines to organizations as to how they can strategically allocate
resources to improve their UX maturity in the product development process.
We hope this paper can help organizations adopt, customize, evaluate, and enhance these
maturity frameworks for effective adoption of design practices in their organization, design
maturity growth and organizational change. Future studies can lead to empirically testing
the effectiveness of implementing different versions these models at workplace and tracking
the maturity growth over a time period.
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